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House of Burgess: Just no incentive to learn 
the law 


Murder of Walter Scott began with officer’s mistake 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Two video clips released this month told the sad fate of unarmed 50-year- 


old Walter Scott. 


It was around 9:30 a.m. April 4. Scott was driving a used Mercedes-Benz he 
had just purchased with an as yet unnamed passenger, when he was pulled 
over in the parking lot of Advance Auto Parts by officer Michael Slager, 33, 


of the North Charleston, South Carolina, police. 


According to the dash camera video, Everlast’s 1998 ode to empathy, “What 
It’s Like,” vibrated the speakers of the police cruiser as Slager’s lights 
flicked on. Slager informed Scott he was being stopped for the offense of his 


third brake light being out. 


After Slager walks back to his cruiser with paperwork in hand, Scott is seen 
popping the door open and emerging partway before being told to return to 
his vehicle. A few seconds later, the door swings open again and Scott is 
seen running from the car. Slager exits and gives chase. All we can hear 
from this angle is Slager describing the suspect over the radio before 


yelling: “Taser! Taser! Taser!” And: “Get on the ground!” 


What happened next was recorded by the cellphone camera of passer-by 
Feidin Santana. Shot from behind a fence across a grassy, empty lot, the 
pair come into view just as Slager drops the Taser and Scott is seen fleeing 
once more, albeit at a rate most would describe somewhere in the 


neighborhood of fast walking. 


Without another word, Slager slips coolly into a firing stance, letting eight 
shots fly from his Glock handgun. Scott falls to the ground after being hit 


from behind five times. 


“Shots fired, and the subject is down,” Slager says into his radio. “He took 


my Taser.” 


Slager then handcuffs Scott’s limp arms. “Put your hands behind your 


back,” barks Slager to Scott’s lifeless body. 


Slager can then be seen jogging back to where he fired and picking up what 
looks to be the Taser, which he then appears to drop near Scott. Officer 
Clarence Harbersham appears from the other direction and calmly stands 
over the body while slowly putting on gloves before kneeling down to 


examine Scott. 


In the days after, Slager’s falsified account that Scott grabbed the Taser 
and CPR was administered directly after the shooting were repeated by 
authorities without question. But after Santana’s shocking video 
contradicting this account was released, Slager was charged with murder 


April 7. His firing from the department was announced the very next day. 


But let us pause here and rewind. South Carolina state code 56-5-4730 
stipulates only one working brake light is required. If Scott had survived 
this encounter, would this not have given him a decent shot at having any 


conviction thrown out? 


Well, as I pointed out in my Dec. 17, 2014 column, “Ignorance of the law 
now an excuse,” not after the 8-1 decision last year by the U.S. Supreme 
Court in the case of Heien v. North Carolina. In that case, an officer in 

North Carolina pulled over a vehicle containing drugs after noticing only 


one working brake light. Even though state law only requires one working 


lamp, the justices said that since it was a “reasonable mistake,” the illegal 


search magically became legal. 


This decision already is being used by judges, even locally. As my co-worker 
Carson Gerber reported March 27, in light of the Supreme Court ruling, the 
Indiana Court of Appeals reversed its own ruling to throw out the drug 
conviction of Kolyann Williams, 27, Kokomo, who was pulled over by 


Kokomo Police officer Jeff Packard in February. 


“One of the tail lamps on Williams’ vehicle had a hole and was emitting 

white light,” reported Gerber. “The appeals court ruled the traffic stop was 
illegal because it is not an infraction to have a hole in a taillight that emits 
white light, as long as there is also red light coming from the taillight.” No 


matter. Now, these convictions have a leg to stand on. 


What worries me most about this is not that officers don’t know the law, but 
they now have no incentive to do so. If you’re an officer, saying you didn’t 


know the law will get you out of more scrapes than learning it. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


